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Order and Disorder in the Urban Forest: A Foucauldian-Latourian Perspective
Irus Braverman
[T]ell an expert how big the building is and he will tell you exactly where to place the exits: it’s
disciplined even at the very earliest part of the design. . . . But a sidewalk is managed chaos:
there is nobody controlling this. Trees happen to be [on] the sidewalk. The course of
accommodating the trees will bring some discipline and some rigor to how we manage the
sidewalks (Simon, interview).
Introduction
We pass by street trees every day. Their existence as well as their particular location in
the city seem obvious, innocuous, natural. But as is the case with most taken for granted “things”
(Brown, 2001), some excavation is bound to reveal a more complicated and even ideological
story. This study focuses on such a story: the story of the clandestine governance of nature and of
humans by way of nature—all through the construction and regulation of city street trees. This
story problematizes the mundane display of urban space in general, and of urban street trees in
particular, as technical and apolitical, and instead promotes an understanding of nonhumans and
humans as constantly negotiating spatial order and disorder through law.
Specifically, this essay proposes that the “art of governance” is relevant not only to
human populations, but also to nonhuman things and networks. It suggests that legal norms and
practices must and in fact do take physical matters into account. The essay is organized to
correspond with the social stratification of streetscape into the bifurcated places of aboveground
and underground, and the “in-between” place of ground level. While these strata, along with
their binary juxtaposition, are socially constructed, they are also constrained by material and
mental conditions, such as visibility and usability. Operating through regulations and guidelines,
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professional practices and everyday acts, a detailed bureaucratic apparatus attempts to know and
govern these places by managing nonhumans into a certain order that both serves and controls
humans. But such prefixed orderings seldom work. Instead, various dynamics flow among and
between the street’s strata, between humans and nonhumans, and between living and nonliving
things.
The dynamics of tree governance are explored here from the perspective of three spatial
technologies: the grid, the grate and the Dig-Safe procedure. Whereas the grid demonstrates the
governance of aboveground things and places, Dig-Safe is a story of underworld governance,
and the grate exemplifies management on the interim level of the ground. Accordingly, the
construction of these spatial technologies brings to the surface the potentially varied legal
approaches toward matter. Relatively speaking, trees in the aboveground are susceptible to tight
levels of management, while on the level of the concrete their materiality is negotiated more
fluidly. Finally, in their underground manifestation as roots, the trees are mostly left unregulated,
becuase the Dig-Safe procedure ignores their existence altogether. This stratification highlights
what largely goes unnoticed, that law and matter, nomos and physis, are inseparable and
intertwined, both physically and discursively.
The perspective offered here draws on two scholarly traditions: governmentality
(Foucault, 1991) and Science and Technology Studies, and especially Actor Network Theory
(ANT) (see, e.g., Akrich, 1992, p205; Callon, 1986, p196; Callon and Law, 1995, p481; Latour,
2004; Latour, 1997, p63; Johnson, 1998, p298) and Thing theory (Appadurai, 1986; Brown,
2001, p1; Mitchell, 2001, pp167-184; Pels, 1998; Pels et al, 2002; Latour, 1986). While studies
of governmentality do not explicitly take up ANT’s call to consider the actancy of things, there is
an affinity between Bruno Latour’s theory in We Have Never Been Modern (1993), which
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suggests that nonhumans exert inherent control over humans, and Michel Foucault’s theory,
which suggests that material structures have specific political effects, quite apart from the class
or other interests of the people controlling them (Rose et al, 2006, p83).
This essay is based on ethnographic research carried out between May and November
2005 in four North American cities: Toronto and Vancouver in Canada, and Brookline and
Boston in the United States. It relies on twenty-four in-depth interviews with city officials,
mostly urban planners, city engineers, and urban foresters that operate within local governments.
The interviews are supplemented by direct observations of various tree sites and other practices
(coalition meetings, for example), as well as secondary data, such as state and federal statutes,
municipal by-laws and policies, environmental reports, and newspaper articles.
Treescaping: From the Ground Up
Literally and figuratively, trees—especially in their presence from the ground up—stand
on a major crossroad. On the one hand, trees are conspicuous signifiers of nature in the city. But
while they are perceived as belonging to the realm of nature, they are also routinely categorized
as nonhuman entities, as things or, in the case of urban life, as street furniture. In The Order of
Things, Foucault depicts the binary between living and nonliving things as central to natural
history (68). Latour’s work challenges another binary: the binary between humans and
nonhumans (Latour, 2004, p62-82; Latour, 1991). The dialogue between trees as living
organisms and trees as things has exerted myriad tensions into the management of street trees,
also enabling certain forms of governance to emerge. In this sense, the tree is situated at the
nexus of Foucauldian and Latourian discourses.
From Regulation of Tree Distances to Regulation of Human Movement
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Vancouver’s City Arborist Paul Montpellier emphasizes the tree’s viability: “It’s not like
managing park benches. Trees are alive and they’re growing, and they relate to the other trees
and to birds and squirrels and insects and everything else, and you’re trying to manage a living
system” (Montpellier, interview) According to Bill Brown, a scholar of Science and Technology
Studies, a tree is not an object and cannot become one (Brown, 2001, p3). The tree’s status as a
“living image” (Mitchell, 2001, p177) distinguishes it from other street things, making it both
more and less governable at the same time. Its thingness is an embodiment of the liminality of
artifice and nature, a representation of the boundaries between the urban environment and
wilderness. The street tree is a living testimony of the human’s desired otherness, a desire both
expressed and constrained by law, which pretends to extend itself beyond the domesticated order
over a surface of chaos that needs to be disciplined (Pels, 1998, p113).
At the same time, the tree’s viability is often neglected by city managers, who design
treescapes to resemble other sidewalk amenities. Accordingly, the Boston Guidelines list trees
alongside mailboxes: “Sidewalk elements like trees, plants, light fixtures, benches, kiosks, mail
boxes, and newsstands” (Boston Transportation Department, p19). Treescaping is described by
the Boston Streetscape Guidelines as an inherent part of an urban order intended to “[d]evelop a
pedestrian friendly environment which encourages sidewalk activity and is both pleasant and
comfortable for users” (17).
The design and management of the public urban street is facilitated by the application of
rigid distance calculations. In Vancouver, the thirty-foot-distance rule between individual trees is
but a fraction of a much larger body of “distance rules” that pertain to trees. These guidelines
also require a twelve-foot separation between the building line and the curb, with a minimum six
feet of width reserved for sidewalks. Curran explains that this distance allows “[two] wheelchairs
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to pass” so that “they don’t have to be juggling and squishing, or . . . waiting to go around the
tree” (interview). Similar considerations prevail in Boston. Boston’s landscape architect refers to
the “clinical requirements” defined by the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) such as a “4foot clearance for a person with a wheelchair to navigate down a sidewalk” (Anonymous,
interview), and a one-foot “shy distance” is designed on each side of the zone (Boston
Transportation Department, p17).
Urban trees are excellent classification technologies. Through placing street trees
between the sidewalk and the road, pedestrian traffic is funneled into the fixed corridor between
buildings and curb lines. Curran explains that planting trees on grass boulevards “helps divide
the vehicles from the pedestrians,” creating “a bit of a safe haven and a corridor” (interview).
The trees function, essentially, as a nonhuman policeman, physically restricting the movement
from sidewalk to road and vice versa. In other words, the placement of trees in the streetscape
restricts the mingling of humans and machines, pedestrians and cars. Although the direct
objectives of these regulations are things (trees and curbs, building lines and wheelchairs) they
mostly target human behavior and movement. The strict boundary established by the linear
alignment of trees in relation to curbs and building lines not only produces a sense of order in
public space, but also conceals the policing nature of this order behind the innocuous
presentation of trees. Trees classify and police.
“Lollypop” Trees and the Natural Grid
The modern grid is commonly attributed to Baron Haussmann’s design of Paris in the
1860s, which was intended to prevent civic unrest in the city (Sennett, 1970, p87-91). In The
Conscience of the Eye, Richard Sennett regards New York City as an example of the
construction of neutral spaces for the efficient advancement of capitalist interests “to be played
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upon as a chessboard” (55). While everything “is graded flat” in the “natureless” part of the city,
Sennett claims, Central Park is configured conversely as a Nature without a City (Sennett, 1970,
p61), exemplifying the human production of nature and city as binary figures of chessboard
extremity.
Instead of juxtaposing the linearity of the grid with the fluidity of nature, as Sennett
suggests, urban forestry provides a two-in-one solution: the natural grid. The transformation of
Paris occurred not only by carving straight-lined streets, but also through the configuration of
treelined boulevards (Miller, 1997, p48). The tree’s alignment in relation to other trees, and to
building lines and curbs, fills the width of a sidewalk, which can then be designated solely to
humans. This structure reinforces the horizontal street grid. Ian Buchanan, York Region’s
Manager for Natural Heritage, refers to this horizontal alignment as “lollypop trees” (interview).
The trees contribute to the already grid-shaped street by both intensifying and softening the
mechanical features of the modern grid. If the forest was once the enemy of civilization
(Schama, 1995, p83) and outside of law (Harrison, 1992, p62), it is now partitioned into highly
regulated bodies of individual trees that are fixed in the concrete, watered through complex
irrigation systems and separated thirty feet from other trees to prevent any sort of “natural”
revolt. Urban trees are thus monuments of human dominance over nature. Simultaneously, a field
of knowledge is produced to make urban forestry into a science that can manage trees en masse,
rather than in their singular formulations.
Figure 9.1 The natural grid, Buffalo, NY. Photo by Irus Braverman, 2014.
Trees, like skyscrapers, also reinforce a vertical grid (Sennett, 1990, p57). Garry Onysko,
one of Vancouver’s tree inspectors, explains that every tree gets “pruned once every seven years.
. . . [This way] they are [all] inspected and have a work history” (interview). Street trees are
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classified into trees higher than thirty feet, defined as “SYS large,” and trees below thirty feet,
defined as “SYS small.” “The purpose of deciding if they’re small or big,” Onysko explains, “is
to determine which truck to send out, either a boom-truck or a man-cab . . . . [T]his division [of]
trucks is standard in this profession in North America and I am sure throughout the world”
(Onysko, interview).
A complex network of things and humans is therefore engaged in the management of
trees: inspection crews are organized according to truck types, which are in turn built to fit
various tree heights. Pruning machines not only reflect but also affect tree height, which is
manufactured to fit “system size.” Vancouver’s Street Tree Guidelines includes both a “Preferred
Street Tree Species List,” which states the “system size” of each species, as well as a parallel
“Unsuitable Trees” list (City of Vancouver, p10-11). Both lists offer the following general
instruction: “Remember to always plant the right tree for the right place” (City of Vancouver,
p6).
The aboveground visibility of the street tree renders it a suitable object for the scientific,
ordering gaze. The next section explores another street technology, this time one that is situated
on the ground. Through on-the-ground technology, city officials negotiate humans and things in
a much more fluid fashion than that performed aboveground.
The Grate: Governance on the Ground
Experts have designed various techniques to address the tree’s special need for soil
around its roots when surface paving city streets. One of the more widespread techniques utilized
in North America is the grate. Typically, the grate comes in two pieces that form a collar around
the trunk of the tree.2 Its advantage is that it mitigates between the tree’s need for soil, water, and
air and the human need for a compact surface to advance predictable walking.3 By providing a
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thing that is both solid and also melts into holes and openings, and that is transient enough to be
placed and replaced to facilitate the (re) location of trees, the materiality of the grate solves a
specific managerial problem in that it negotiates the materialities of humans and trees.
Specifically, the grate balances the protection of trees from humans and the protection of humans
from trees. But as is often the case, this technology is also not immune to complications: the
holes pose an obstacle for humans who use canes to read their way through street space. “If the
holes are governed they’re not gonna get their canes stuck in the holes,” explains Boston’s
Landscape Architect about the city management of holes (Anonymous, interview).
Figure 9.2 Trees, grates, and other street furniture, Cambridge MA. Photo by Irus Braverman,
2006.
Alongside canes, holes, engineers, and sight-challenged people, trees also perform an
active role in the making of the grate. Trees grow. By growing their trunks into the grates, trees
continuously confound the plans of grate engineers and kill themselves in the process. Because it
would be both time-consuming and economically inefficient to expand the diameter of the
grate’s central hole every time the tree grows into it, the only prefixed solution is to design a
grate that perfectly balances the diameters of canes and tree trunks together with the required
compactness of the soil. Because such perfect balance is rarely a thing of this world, the solution
to this material problem must come through the techno-legal regulation of grate holes. Indeed,
regulation typically kicks in when things start causing trouble, and “it is only once most of these
anti-programs are countered that the path taken by the statement becomes predictable” (Latour,
1991, p105). Technical objects and people are brought into being through a process of reciprocal
definitions in which objects are defined by subjects and subjects by objects (Akrich, 1992, p222).
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The grate is but one example of an on-ground street thing that is designed and managed
to negotiate the relationship between humans and nature, and between the particular mobilities of
trees and humans. While the aboveground management of trees demonstrates a tight form of
governance, mostly for the sake of managing humans, governing through grates presents a much
softer and reciprocal negotiation between humans and things. On the ground level, the physical
thingness of the tree is part of the program rather than the re-programming. But such human
negotiations are much more difficult under the compressed concrete than either above or on the
ground. Roots—the tree’s presence underground—are not only invisible to the human eye but
are also too messy and unpredictable to correspond with aboveground grid requirements. Under
the ground, then, the order of certain things can get much murkier.
Underground Governance
Tight tree management aboveground stands in stark contrast with the strong disregard for
tree management underground. Underground space is not only less visible to city bureaucrats and
experts, but it is also less visible to most other city dwellers. Such physical invisibility is the
prime reason for the regulatory neglect of this space. The main technology for translating the
underworld into a more legible on-the-ground map is the Dig-Safe procedure. Dig-Safe
illuminates the ways in which human relationships, in this case the relations between city
experts, not only manage but also create space. Moreover, it demonstrates that law’s nonmanagement of trees underground can be as consequential, if not more, than the most intense
form of regulation aboveground.
Roots vs. Pipes, Engineers vs. Foresters
My interviewees describe underground city space as embodying a spatial battle between
pipes and trees. “Utilities don’t usually conflict with each other,” tells me Brookline’s Senior
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Civil Engineer Tom Condon. “The biggest [problem] with utilities is their effect on . . . the roots
of existing trees” (interview). However, my interviewees have different views on who should
have the upper hand in this battle. While Condon’s “engineering” perspective depicts trees as
messing around with pipes, the urban planner laments that “[t]he tree is an orphan” (Simon,
interview), explaining that “Toronto’s community council is “generally not in favor of trees . . .
plumbing or water [is] more fundamental for the city officials” (Condon, interview). “Not to be
overly cynical, but trees don’t vote, trees don’t talk, right?”, asks me a Torontonian tree activist
(Weinbaum, interview).
Engineers and foresters have developed a distinct vocabulary to address what they see as
the self-interest of their respective object, be it pipe or tree. Through the process of
representation, foresters and engineers articulate what “their” things say or want, why they act
the way they do, and how they associate with each other, namely posing themselves as
“spokespersons” for the trees or the pipes. A binary divide is thereby constructed between those
who speak for the trees and those who speak for the pipes. Bruno Latour uses the term
“translation” to describe this process (Johnson, 1988, p306). Translation is the mechanism by
which certain actors, in this case human experts, control others, in this case trees and pipes,
through representing “the many silent actors of the social and natural worlds they have
mobilized” (Callon, 1986, p224). Boston’s Landscape Architect describes the work of translation
in the city council: “we go into a meeting and there are eight people around the room and they all
have different agendas: developer, utility companies, and different people, we [landscape
architects] are, and need to be, the strongest advocates for the care and preservation of trees”
(Anonymous, interview).

10

Bruno Latour emphasizes that no thing, and for that matter not even humans, speaks on
its own, but always through some thing else. Importantly, he suggests that “[l]ike all modernist
myths, the aberrant opposition between mute nature and speaking facts was aimed at making the
speech of scientists indisputable” (Latour, 2004, p68). The scientists here are the engineers and
the foresters, and their laboratory is the city street. In the process of negotiating human
relationships, pipes are also distinguished from roots. What pipes or roots say through the voices
of their unelected spokespersons is inscribed onto the physical design of the street.
Simultaneously, the physical character of trees and pipes also prescribes the scope of the
relationship between their respective professionals, providing a material framework for their
practices. In this sense, “not only are humans as material as the material they mold, but humans
themselves are molded . . . by the ‘dead’ matter with which they are surrounded” (Pels,
Hetherington and Vandenberghe, 2002, p101). In other words, rather than solely being defined
by processes of human signification, things may themselves illuminate their human and social
context (Appadurai, 1986, p5).
Tree Recalcitrance
For it to work, the project of human governance must take the material nature of things
into account. Yet things do not always comply with their social enrollment as such. Some
scholars have explained this phenomenon through a sense of “the world kicking back”
(Whatmore, 2002, p5). Eileen Curran from Vancouver tells me, for example, that although the
City wanted 20-foot laneways to service the backs of the houses, “volunteer trees” kept popping
up in those laneways (interview). Trees also die, despite the intentions of the distinguished
experts that planted them (Curran, interview). Other experts point out that although they are
carefully distanced from one another, trees still get infected by pests and they mess up orderly
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city streets by dropping their fruits on cars and their leaves on raked sidewalks (Simon,
interview).
The most common complaint about street trees “kicking back” is the unpredictable
behavior of their roots. “[T]he roots have [their] own resistance to the situation, they change,”
tells me Simon Stuart of Toronto in an interview. Trees, and roots in particular, resist regulation
by humans. But is this proposed tree resistance an anthropocentric figure of speech or an actual
act of volition? While such a claim to consciousness by nonhumans may at first sound
outrageous, it actually corresponds with certain human instincts: who has never experienced a
vague sense that some things fail on purpose? This is especially true when nature is involved
(Mill, 1998, p3, 5-6). Bruno Latour’s work is helpful in this context. Latour suggests stepping
out of the subject/object divide into a world of actancy (Latour, 2004, p75). He proposes the term
“recalcitrance” to capture the subversiveness of nonhuman actions: “Anyone who believes that
nonhumans are defined by strict obedience to the laws of causality must never have followed the
slow development of a laboratory experiment. Anyone who believes, conversely, that humans
are defined at the outset by freedom must never have appreciated the ease with which they keep
silent and obey” (Latour, 2004, p81).
Dig-Safe
Most of the interviewees refer to the underground world as a condensed space of chaos
and messiness. “The underground space is jam-packed,” says Brookline’s City Engineer Condon
in our interview. In order to manage the street’s underground and coordinate between the various
entities that operate in this space, the American legislator came up with the unitary language of
Dig-Safe. Applied across North America, Dig-Safe regulates underground construction by
imposing a rigid form of communication between various city utilities. Elaborate regulations
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apply to Dig-Safe across the United States. For example, chapter 82 of Massachusetts’ General
Law requires a process of “premarking” the pavement with white paint before any excavations
can be made in public or private rights of way (Mass. Gen. Laws ch. 82, § 40A). The
“premarking” is followed by a “marking” stage, which identifies “the location of an underground
facility by placing marks on the surface above and parallel to the center line of the facility” (220
C.M.R. § 99.02 2008), adding that “Within 72 hours . . . every company shall mark the location
of an underground facility by applying a visible fluid, such as paint, on the ground above the
facility” (220 C.M.R. § 99.05 2008). The colors of the marking are also specified, defining: “(1)
red—electric power lines, cables, conduit or light cables; (2) yellow—gas, oil, petroleum, steam
or other gaseous materials; (3) orange—communications cables or conduit, alarm or signal lines;
(4) blue—water, irrigation and slurry lines; (5) green—sewer and drain lines; (6) white—
premark of proposed excavation” (220 C.M.R. § 99.02 2008).
Figure 9.3 Dig-Safe in Ithaca, NY. Photo by Irus Braverman, 2013.
Underground matters are translated into on-the-ground representations through coded
colors and straight lines. The Dig-Safe procedure reduces the language of communication to its
crudest form: pipe locations are indicated by arrows and pipe intersections are marked by
diamond shapes (220 C.M.R. § 99.02 2008). The complexity and depth of the underground
world is flattened, literally, when projected and inscribed onto the concrete. Brown and gray
colored pipes are translated into red, blue, and green arrows, while depth and width, as well as
other compositions of this space, are mostly ignored. “I know, it looks great,” remarks Boston’s
landscape architect, concluding cynically: “[T]hose people think they’re sidewalk artists”
(Anonymous, interview). Regardless, the simple arrow and color (de)signs are understood by all
utility workers, facilitating complex mitigations and vocabulary adjustments without requiring
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personal interactions. The hieroglyphic language of Dig-Safe presents itself as unitary and
neutral.
But something is gravely missing from the Dig-Safe picture: trees. No color in the DigSafe manual is assigned to map tree roots, and no arrows are marked on the pavement to
represent their underground location. Moreover, the relevant legal norms blatantly ignore tree
presence underground. How can one explain such blindness by the law? Brookline’s Tree
Warden suggests that trees are different from utilities in that their roots correspond with their
aboveground location, so that anyone would know not to dig under the tree’s “drip-line” (line of
canopy) (Brady, interview). Put differently, the tree’s presence aboveground perceivably speaks
for itself, rendering unnecessary the process of translation. The situation, however, is not that
simple. Even among themselves, foresters contest the mirror reading of the tree’s underground
through its aboveground representation. For example, Toronto’s Urban Forest Specialist claims
that roots reach at least three times the drip-line measure (Simon, interview).
If the root’s location is not easy to ascertain without proper mapping, then why not utilize
the Dig-Safe procedure to mark tree roots alongside pipes? Boston’s Urban Forester MariClaire
McCartan explains that unlike utilities, “the roots will grow wherever they can, and [only when]
we pick up the concrete [will] we know where exactly the roots are” (interview). Hence, while
pipes are “mappable” (however inaccurate this mapping might be), roots are deemed
unpredictable and thereby unfit for regulatory mapping. Legal norms seem to take the trouble of
regulating only what can be regulated by its nature. In this sense, legal norms and practices
indeed take physical matters into account. Consequently, whereas they are tightly managed
aboveground, trees are left to their own devices underground. This dual form of governance can
again be explained through highlighting the importance of visibility to law. When aboveground,
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trees serve as a spectacle for the governance of nonhuman nature. Underground, however, the
project of governance is much less relevant, and tree control therefore becomes less important.
Conclusion
This essay examined the project of urban governance from an unfamiliar angle: city street
trees. Focusing on three spatial technologies—the grid, the grate, and Dig-Safe—the essay
highlighted the importance of physical matter to the project of governance. It demonstrated that
human ordering of physical things into the exclusive categories of either society or nature affects
the level of their regulation. Aboveground, the tree’s categorization as a thing of nature makes it
more susceptible to human governance, in turn facilitating the city’s domination of nature. At the
same time, under the ground the tree’s categorization as a thing of nature makes it less prone to
human governance. The key to understanding this difference is law’s extreme bias toward
visibility (Braverman, 2011).
The essay suggested that alongside their binary categorization into living/nonliving and
into nature/human, the visibility of things to humans affects the nature of their governance.
Paying careful attention to visibility, it becomes apparent that the differentiation of street strata
into above, on, and under ground is paramount to the regulation of city space. The construction
of the natural tree grid aboveground represents a tight project of governance. The grate is
somewhat less visible to humans and thus also less important as a project of governing nature; it
thus represents a softer instance of management than that of the grid: one that negotiates between
the tree bark and the human need for a flat surface. Finally, the underground management
established through the Dig-Safe procedure takes only nonhuman things into account while
ignoring trees altogether. This demonstrates that, especially in the case of the human regulation
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of nature, the legal bias towards visibility very much defines the extent of the human governance
of things.
By exploring the tree’s similarities and differences in relation to other things, the essay
also distinguished the particular thingness of the tree within what Latour calls the Parliament of
Things (Latour, 2004, p227). Specifically, it suggested that the tree’s thingness is unique in that
it embodies a set of binary constructions. As aboveground street furniture, the tree has become
an object of rigid regulations that reduce it to a product of detailed calculable distances within a
“lollypop” street order. The process of treescaping the modern grid utilizes both “lollypop” order
and natural disorder to reinforce and at the same time soften the mechanical features of urban
governance. Simultaneously, the tree’s “living image” also subjects it to other forms of
representation and regulation. Those become especially relevant in the city’s underground space.
Furthermore, the tree’s seemingly symmetrical physical existence above- and
underground both reinforces and challenges the bifurcated stratification of urban space. On the
one hand, tree management is split according to these socio-material structures, applying strict
regulations over its aboveground dimensions while ignoring its underground features, as
demonstrated through the Dig-Safe procedure. On the other hand, professional spokespersons are
assigned to represent the entire tree, juxtaposing it with other things that are represented by
engineers: pipes and other utility lines. As it oscillates between objectivity and subjectivity,
living and nonliving, human and nonhuman, orderly and disorderly, city and nature, the street
tree’s “thingness” determines the level of its human governance.
Importantly, the essay also questioned the monopoly of the perception according to
which humans govern things in general, and trees in particular. Weaving together Foucauldian
perspectives on governmentality and Actor Network Theory’s emphasis on actancy, this essay
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challenged assumptions about nonhuman agency. The numerous ways in which trees “kickback” exemplify how things might unexpectedly act against their human governors. The essay
also demonstrated how static hierarchies imposed upon things may bounce back at humans,
asserting dominance, rivalries, and schemes of unification between humans according to the
things they represent. In this respect, trees also govern, or at least act upon, humans.
Acknowledgements
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Notes
1

To sample different grate designs, see, for example, Ironsmith, Tree Grate Info,

www.ironsmith.cc/TREE-GRATES-ABOUT.hmt, accessed 4 June 2013
2

See also Ironsmith, ADA, www.ironsmith.cc/ADA.htm (last visited June 4, 2013) (“We have

elected to make all of our grates with slot openings 1/2” or less because we believe it offers
better all round pedestrian safety and comfort”). Engineers also give thought to how handicapped
individuals will be affected by the grates. See id.; U.S. Access Bd., Ground and Floor Surfaces
Technical Bulletin, www.access-board.gov/adaag/about/bulletins/surfaces.htm, accessed 4 June
2013
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